Understanding how memory breaks down in the earliest stages of Alzheimer's disease (AD) process has significant implications, both clinically and with respect to intervention development. Previous work has highlighted a robust picture superiority effect in patients with amnestic mild cognitive impairment (aMCI). However, it remains unclear as to how pictures improve memory compared to words in this patient population. In the current study, we utilized receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curves to obtain estimates of familiarity and recollection for pictures and words in patients with aMCI and healthy older controls. Analysis of accuracy shows that even when performance is matched between pictures and words in the healthy control group, patients with aMCI continue to show a significant picture superiority effect. The results of the ROC analysis showed that patients demonstrated significantly impaired recollection and familiarity for words compared controls. In contrast, patients with aMCI demonstrated impaired recollection, but intact familiarity for pictures, compared to controls. Based on previous work from our lab, we speculate that patients can utilize the rich conceptual information provided by pictures to enhance familiarity, and perceptual information may allow for post-retrieval monitoring or verification of the enhanced sense of familiarity. Alternatively, the combination of enhanced conceptual and perceptual fluency of the test item might drive a stronger or more robust sense of familiarity that can be accurately attributed to a studied item.
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Introduction
In addition to aiding in accurate and early diagnoses, understanding how memory breaks down in AD identifies areas of intact cognition, which could provide the basis of behavioral or pharmacologic intervention. One recent surprising finding in patients with AD and amnestic mild cognitive impairment (aMCI) is a robust picture superiority effect (Ally, Gold, & Budson, 2009a) . That is, the difference in accuracy between pictures and words is larger in patients than in controls, even in the earliest stages of the disease. MCI is thought to represent a transitional stage between healthy aging and dementia, and the amnestic subtype has been associated with an estimated tenfold increase in yearly conversion rate to AD compared to age-matched controls with no cognitive impairment (Petersen, 2004) . Studying this population can likely give us insight into memory deficits at the earliest clinical manifestation of the disease course. Although the scientific and medical community has evaluated patients with MCI for more than a decade, a full understanding of how memory is impaired in this patient group is yet to be realized. The overarching aim of the current investigation is to determine whether the robust picture superiority effect in patients with aMCI is due to intact familiarity for pictures but impaired familiarity for words compared to healthy older adults with no cognitive impairment.
Dual-process models of recognition memory contend that two separable processes support accurate recognition decisions: recollection and familiarity (see Yonelinas, 2002 for review) . Recollection refers to the retrieval of information about a previous event or item, bound to the context in which it was previously experienced (e.g. source, time, spatial location, etc.). In contrast, familiarity is often described as a relatively fast and automatic process in which a vague general sense of prior encounter occurs but is void of any contextual information. This distinction can be easily described with the common experience of seeing an acquaintance outside of a traditional setting and experiencing a feeling of familiarity, but being unable to recollect the context in 
